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"Industrious, Thrifty and Ambitious":
Jacksonville's African American
Businesspeople during the Jim Crow Era
by David H. Jackson, Jr.
' ' T h e negro in jacksonville has made wonderful progress
in his efforts to adjust himself to the many demands of
present day civilization. He is industrious, thrifty, and
ambitious and striving in every way to reach the highest degree of
development, commercially, religiously, socially, and educationally.
He has made a wonderful beginning and no doubt the future will
bring much greater accomplishments." 1
J. A. Thomas, 1926
While modern-day Florida conjures images of Disney World
and sunny beaches, the black experience in the Sunshine State
from around 1880 to 1930 was not so bright. Race relations in
Florida were equal to, if not harsher than, other Southern states.
Consequently, understanding race relations in Florida must be
contextualized in reference to the mores, traditions, and values

David H.Jackson,Jr. is Professor of History and Chair of the Department of History,
Political Science, Public Administration, Geography and African American Studies
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books including A Chief Lieutenant of the Tuskegee Machine: Charles Banks of Mississippi
(2002), "Go Sound the Trumpet!": Selections in Florida s African American History (2005),
and Booker T Washington and the Struggle Against White Supremacy: The Southern
Educational Tours, 1908-1912 ( 2008) .
1. ]. A. Thomas, "The Present Day Story of the Negro in Jacksonville," in The
National Negro Blue Book Qacksonville: Florida Blue Book Publishing Company,
1926), unpaginated.
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that governed the South as a whole and wreaked terror against
black people in large measure. 2
Despite the odds against them during the era of Jim Crow
segregation, Mrican Americans in Jacksonville made remarkable
economic strides. 3 This was especially the case with middle-class
black businesspeople, many of whom were devout followers of
Booker T. Washington's philosophy of self-reliance, thrift, sobriety,
hard work and self-help. They attained formal educations, worked
in respected occupations, and accumulated wealth. These socalled "aristocrats of color" were mostly self-made men and women
who lived by strict rules that guided their etiquette, manners,
and dress, and mirrored the standards and perceived behaviors
of the white middle-class. Factors like family lineage, education,
wealth, occupation, church affiliation, grandeur of homes, and
skin color were often of great importance among the black middle
class business community. Over time, however, skin tone among
this group did not matter nearly as much as economic security,
income, and business achievement. Just as with blacks in other
cities throughout the nation, Jacksonville's Mrican American
businesspeople and professionals who formed its middle-class
offered "quiet resistance" to subjugation by providing goods and
services that helped to sustain the city's black community during
the Jim Crow era. 4
As historian Mark S. Foster observed, "aside from biographies
of distinguished blacks, most scholars have concentrated on the
masses of blacks who suffered relentless oppression, grinding
poverty, and distressingly narrow opportunities for improving
2.

3.

4.

. ~·

See, for example, Irvin D. S. Winsboro, ed., Old South, New South, or Down
South: Florida and the Modern Civil Rights Movement (Morgantown: West Virginia
University Press, 2009).
Canter Brown, Jr. , "Bishop Payne and Resistance to Jim Crow in Florida
During the 1880s," Northeast Florida History 2 (1994): 23-27; James B. Crooks,
'Jacksonville in the Progressive Era Responses to Urban Growth ," Florida
Historical Quarterly 65, no. 1 Quly 1986): 59-72.
David H. Jackson, Jr. , A Chief Lieutenant of the Tuskegee Machine: Charles Banks
of Mississippi (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002), 16-17. For a
definitive study on this subject see Willard Gatewood, Aristocrats of Color: The
Black Elite, 1880-1920 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990). For
information on "quiet resistance," see Kenneth W. Goings and Eugene M.
O 'Connor, "Lessons Learned: The Role of the Classics at Black Colleges and
Universities,"journal of Negro Education 79, no. 4 (Fall 2010): 521-531, especially
pages 527-528; and Kenneth W. Goings and Eugene O'Connor, "'Tell Them
We Are Rising': African Americans and the Classics," Amphora 4, no. 2 (Fall
2005): 6-7, 12-13 .
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their circumstances during the Jim Crow' era. Certainly the
experiences of the downtrodden deserve attention," he concluded,
"but so do lives of those who defied all the odds and gained
wealth." 5 Indeed, there are many studies that already address the
black working-class in Jacksonville and the challenges they faced.
This essay instead seeks to feature the lives of blacks who attained
some success during the era. Ultimately, this is a story of Mrican
American agency and what the middle-class business segment of
Jacksonville's black population achieved despite the odds against
them. The response from this group can be described as "forced
agency," as it was necessitated largely by the psychological, social,
and physical violence occurring in Florida and throughout the
South during this time. 6
In addition, this study examines how Mrican Americans who
gained status and wealth utilized both to improve the lives of blacks
in general. These people were not only concerned with the growth
and profitability of their businesses; they were also concerned with
civic and community betterment, and resisting and undermining
Jim Crow in whatever ways they could. Through their business
endeavors they gave Mrican Americans "private space to buttress
battered dignity, nurture positive self-images, sharpen skills, and
demonstrate expertise." 7
Finally, this work also provides a rare glimpse into the founding
and activities of the Florida State Negro Business League (FSNBL),
the Jacksonville Negro Business League (a local affiliate), and their
participation with the National Negro Business League (NNBL).

5.

6.

7.

Mark S. Foster, "In the Face of Jim Crow': Prosperous Blacks and Vacations,
Travel and Outdoor Leisure, 1890-1945," Journal of Negro History 84, no. 2
(Spring 1999): 130.
For studies that discuss Jacksonville 's working-class, see Abel Bartley, Keeping
the Faith: Race, Politics, and Social Development in jacksonville, Florida, 1940-1970
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000); Crooks,Jacksonville After the Fire, 19011919 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1991); Crooks, Jacksonville: The
Consolidation Story, From Civil Rights to the jaguars (Gainesville: University Press
of Florida, 2004); Paul Ortiz, Emancipation Betrayed: The Hidden History of Black
Organizing and White Violence in Florida from Reconstruction to the Bloody Election
of 1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Crooks, 'Jacksonville
in the Progressive Era": 59-72; and Crooks, "Changing Face of Jacksonville,
Florida: 1900-1910," Florida Historical Quarterly 62, no. 4 (April 1984): 439463. For information on "forced agency," see Darlene Clark Hine, "Black
Professionals and Race Consciousness: Origins of the Civil Rights Movement,
1890-1950," journal of American History 89, no 4 (March 2003): 1279-1294.
Hine, "Black Professionals and Race Consciousness," 1280.
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The roles of these groups are significant because according to
one expert on the subject, "the available evidence is meager
_for assessing the local leagues over the entire sixteen years that
[Booker T] Washington was president of the national body." 8
Many black Floridians understood they had a clearly defined
"place" in society. Wherever they turned, Mrican Ainericans
faced segregation. More often than not, Jim Crow customs and
laws required not merely separation but exclusion. At funerals,
weddings, courtrooms, public facilities, and other places of social
gathering, these measures dictated that the different racial groups
rarely integrated. Jim Crow codes prohibited any form of interracial
activity that might have implied equality. Maintaining segregation
required a combination of political and economic strategies that
whites controlled. 9
The Democratic Party, which dominated Florida politics at
all levels, utilized a number of tools to disfranchise black voters
in the state. In 1889, the state adopted multiple ballot box laws
and used the poll tax to effectively reduce the Mrican American
voting population and eliminate their influence. White Floridians
were emboldened by the U.S. Supreme Court's refusal to overturn
the 1890 Mississippi Constitution, which included literacy tests,
poll taxes, and understanding clauses, and the 1898 Louisiana
Constitution that created the Grandfather Clause which allowed
whites to vote, but disfranchised former slaves.
By 1895, laws
based on these strategies had become so entrenched that Florida
legislators did not see the need to codify the disfranchisement of
blacks during the state's constitutional convention. Like racial
segregation and notions of white supremacy, disfranchisement
relegated the black population to second-class status and
consistently reminded them of their inferior position in the social
order. 10
In addition to disfranchisement, black Floridians became
victims of white economic and occupational discrimination. In
this effort, whites established black codes to ensure the presence of
a stable, subordinate labor force. Reconstruction-era black codes
designated employees as "servants" and employers as "masters,"

8.
9.
10.

Michael B. Boston, The Business Strategy of Booker T. Washington, Its Development
and Implementation (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010), 101.
Ortiz, Emancipation Betrayed, passim.
Bartley, Keeping the Faith, 7-8.
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and prevented Mrican Americans from vagrancy or loitering,
effectively forcing blacks to work whether they wanted to or not.
Among other things, black codes permitted corporal punishment,
restricted blacks from intermarriage, using firearms or drinking
alcohol, and limited the areas in which they could rent or purchase
property. A major goal of white supremacists was to keep blacks in
a subordinate "place" so they would always provide a pliable and
exploitable labor force. 11
By 1870, the legacy of slavery had hampered black people's
ability to compete for jobs and although they held a growing 3,989
to 2,923 numerical majority over whites in Jacksonville, very few
Mrican Americans could take advantage of those opportunities.
By 1894, some 85 percent of the city's blacks found themselves
working as manual laborers. In comparison, only 16 percent of
white workers in the city were unskilled. 12
Although racial exploitation, intimidation, and intolerance
were no strangers to black Floridians, after the Plessy v. Ferguson
decision in 1896 established the legal principle of "separate but
equal," Florida began to codify its segregation laws more rigidly.
Mrican Americans could not stay at "white" hotels, were not to be
treated at "white" hospitals, were not buried in "white" cemeteries
and could not attend "white" schools. Although black and white lives
clearly were separate, they were not equal. The disparate funding of
public education in Jacksonville is a case in point. In 1900, the Duval
County Board of Public Instruction, the state's largest school system,
spent twice as much on the education of white students than it did
on black students; the district paid $12.08 to educate each white
child in the county, but only $5.47 per black child. 13
11.

12.
13.

See Jerrell H. Shofner, "Custom, Law, and History: The Enduring Influence
of Florida's 'Black Code,"' Florida Historical Quarterly 55, no. 3 Qanuary, 1977):
277-298 and Joe M. Richardson , "Florida Black Codes," Florida Historical
Quarterly 47, no. 4 (April 1969): 365-379. For information on black codes in
the South, see Darlene Clark Hine, William C. Hine, and Stanley Harrold, The
African American Odyssey (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, 2003),
272;John Hope Franklin and Alfred Moss,Jr., From Slavery to Freedom: A History
of African Americans (New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc. , 1994) , 225; Hine, "Black
Professionals and Race Consciousness," 1280.
Bartley, Keeping the Faith, 9.
Crooks,Jacksonville After the Fire, 13-14. See also Franklin and Moss, From Slavery
to Freedom, 268; Patricia L. Kenney, "LaVilla, Florida, 1866-1887: Reconstruction
Dreams and the Formation of a Black Community," in The African American
H eritage of Flarida, ed. David R. Colburn and Jane L. Landers (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1995) , 185-206.
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Moreover, throughout the South thousands of Mrican
Americans were arrested, tried, and convicted for numerous crimes
_that white lawmakers considered more likely to be committed by
blacks. "The theft of a pig could now mean a few years of hard
labor instead of a beating behind the barn," one scholar found.
Southern politicians developed the convict-lease system in the late
nineteenth century under which states leased convicts to planters
and businessmen to clear swamps, tend cotton, mine coal, harvest
turpentine, and perform other manual labor tasks. The planter
or company had to house, clothe, and feed the convicts, but did
not pay them. The system proved to be quite profitable, relieving
the state of the costs of housing these inmates while enriching the
state coffers with the income from their labor. The system became
so remunerative that police officers were encouraged to charge
blacks with any number of crimes to meet the demand. 14
Racial violence and terrorism reminded blacks of their precarious
situation. 15 According to Stewart Tolney and E. M. Beck, between 1882
and 1930, African Americans, particularly black men, were more likely
to be lynched in Florida than in any other Southern state. Florida led
the nation with eleven lynchings in 1920 and for every 100,000 African
Americans in Florida, 79.8 were lynched. By contrast, during this
same period, Mississippi, more frequently associated with terrorism
against blacks, had a ratio of 52.8 per 100,000. 16
While mob violence in Jacksonville remained more the
exception than the rule, it did occur. For instance, on July 4,
1910, jubilant Mrican Americans were attacked by white gangs
for celebrating boxing champion Jack Johnson's defeat of Jim
Jeffries. 17 Moreover, Jacksonville almost became the scene of a
lynching in 1912 when Eugene Baxter, described in the city's white
14.

...

,;

':-.

David Oshinsky, Worse than Slavery: Parchman Farm and the Ordeal ofJim Crow
Justice ( ewYork: Free Press, 1996), 32, 35; Hine and Harrold, African American
Odyssey, 329.
15. For studies of violence against black Floridians during this era, see Ortiz,
Emancipation Betrayed; David H. Jackson, Jr., "Forum: Reconsidering Race
Relations in Early Twentieth Century Florida," Florida Historical Quarterly 79,
no. 3 (Winter 2001): 379-380; William Warren Rogers and James M. Denham,
Florida Sheriffs: A History 1821-1945 (Tallahassee, FL: Sentry Press, 2001), 160177.
16. Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck, Festival of Violence: An Analysis of Southern
Lynchings, 1882-1930 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995), 37-38; Rogers
and Denham, Florida Sheriffs, 162.
17. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union,July 5-6, 1910; See Crooks, 'jacksonville in the
Progressive Era," 69.
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newspaper as "a taillight-skinned darky," was charged with robbing
and murdering Simon Silverstein, a white grocer. Accused of
beating Silverstein's son, daughter, and wife as well, Baxter, his two
roommates (Tom White and Sam Richardson), and two other blacks
were later arrested. 18 When white citizens in Jacksonville learned
of this incident, they were outraged. A mob formed and repeatedly
tried to storm the jail and kidnap the prisoners. Fortunately for
the accused, this mob action caused Judge R. M. Call to take
the necessary steps to "save Duval County from the disgrace of a
lynching." Judge Call had Baxter, White, and Richardson moved
from the jail on March 7 and sent far away from Jacksonville.
Nevertheless, the citizens were promised "an immediate trial and
punishment, if the prisoners are found guilty," and in the South a
guilty verdict was virtually assured. 19 Other Mrican Americans were
not as fortunate in escaping death at the hands of Florida mobs.
Two Jacksonville blacks were lynched during the post-war year
of 1919 on the heels of what the city's multi-talented James Weldon
Johnson called the "Red Summer," a year in which the country
witnessed approximately twenty-five race riots. Accused of killing a
white man, the men were arrested by police on September 6, 1919.
A couple of days later, white vigilantes overpowered the sheriff,
took the men from jail, and shot them to death. The perpetrators
of this act took one of the dead bodies, tied it to the back of an
automobile and dragged it through the city, leaving it in front of
the fashionable Windsor Hotel. 20
In the face of these challenges, blacks in Jacksonville found
ways to carve out a separate existence during this time. In
Clement Richardson's National Cyclopedia of the Colored Race (1919),
a disproportionate number of the people, organizations, and
structures he focused on to highlight black progress in Florida
were inJacksonville. 2 1 James Weldon Johnson recalled that during
his childhood, conditions in the city were pleasant and "free from

18. Jacksonville Evening Metropolis, March 7-8, 1912.
19. Ibid., March 8, 1912; St. Petersburg Daily Times, March 9, 1912; The Tuskegee
Student, March 16, 1912; Crooks, 'Jacksonville in the Progressive Era," 69-70.
20. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, July 5-6, 1910; Crooks, 'Jacksonville in the
Progressive Era," 69; Ortiz, Emancipation Betrayed, 65.
21. Clement Richardson, ed., The National Cyclopedia of the Colored Race
(Montgomery, AL: National Publishing, 1919) , 470.
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undue fear of or esteem for white people as a race." He also
remembered the late-nineteenth century Jacksonville of his youth
_"as a good town for Negroes." Johnson could make these assertions
partially because of the parallel institutions black businesspeople
created in the city. Moreover, the substantial accomplishments of
the black elite meant more than individual achievement. Indeed,
they signaled the progress of a race; a race only one or two
generations from slavery that white racists claimed was regressing
into barbarism in the absence of slavery. 22
Many historians have followed Rayford Logan's interpretation
of the "nadir," the period from the end of Reconstruction through
the Progressive Era that is considered to be the most oppressive,
dangerous, and violent time in Mrican American history outside
of slavery. Blacks during this era have been portrayed as objects of
history, always having things done to them, and as Kenneth Goings
and Eugene O'Connor have asserted, "they were never or rarely
portrayed as the agents of their own history." However, this nadir
also produced years of black insurgency, as demonstrated by the
accomplishments of Mrican American professionals, merchants,
and skilled artisans in Jacksonville largely through "quiet
resistance," but resistance nonetheless. 23
By 1895, Jacksonville had become Florida's largest city, and
by 1900 more than 28,000 people lived within the city limits and
thousands more occupied adjoining suburbs. Including the
suburbs, 50 percent of the residents were Mrican Americans. One
newspaper commenting on this demographic stated that "this city
is the metropolis of the state of Florida and the Negroes are well
represented." There were sixty Mrican American churches in
the city and several educational institutions including Cookman
22. Johnson, however, considered twentieth century Jacksonville "one hundred
percent Cracker town." James Weldon Johnson, Along this Way (New York:
Viking Press, 1933), 45; Bernard Eisenberg, "Only for the Bourgeois? James
Weldon Johnson and the AACP, 1916-1930," Phylon 43, no. 2 (Second
Quarter, 1982): 110-111. For information on white ideas on black regression,
see Charles Carroll, The Negro a Beast or in the Image of God (Miami: Mnemosyne,
1900).
23. Leon F. Litwack, How Free is Free? The Long Death ofj im Crow (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2009), 6; Goings and O 'Connor, "Lessons Learned:
The Role of the Classics at Black Colleges and Universities," 521-522, 527.
See also Kenneth W. Goings and Gerald L. Smith, "Unhidden Transcripts:
Memphis and Mrican American Agency, 1862-1920," Journal of Urban History
21 (March 1995): 372-394; Goings and O 'Connor, "Tell Them We Are Rising,"
6-7, 12-13.
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Institute, Edward Waters College, Boylan Industrial Home for
Girls, Florida Baptist College, and Stanton High Schooi.2 4
A December 1901 article published in the Indianapolis Freeman
titled 'Jacksonville in the Lead: From a Standpoint of Negro
Business Enterprises" featured the successes of the city's Mrican
American businessmen. The writer had been to Montgomery,
Alabama, and Savannah, Georgia, and said that although he
was surprised by what he saw in those cities, his experiences in
Jacksonville dwarfed them, particularly as they related to how well
the black businesspeople in the city were in touch with the pulse of
their community. The writer then went on to highlight several of
the black community's business leaders. 25
Henry James, identified as Jacksonville's leading baker,
employed eight people, ran two delivery wagons, and also
manufactured ice cream. S. A. Hall had a seafood business that
employed six men and sold clams, oysters, shrimp and crabs. The
firm of Davis & Robinson reportedly furnished two-thirds of the
ships entering Jacksonville's ports and all of the Pullman buffet
cars with eggs, poultry, fruit, vegetables, ice, milk and cream. This
firm employed fifteen people and generated ninety percent of
their sales from white businesses. 26 Likewise, James' Restaurant,
located at 102 Bridge Street, served black and white customers. To
the surprise of]. D. Howard, a reporter for the Indianapolis Freeman
who visited the place, while black customers received service
in the front of the restaurant, "he has a place in the rear of his
establishment where white customers are served and strange to say
under these strange and diametrically opposite conditions from
accepted customs serves no less than fifty whites at each meal." 27
All over the state black entrepreneurs and professionals
created businesses to serve their segregated communities. In
doing so, they also created a viable black middle-class. But more
importantly, these businesspeople provided Mrican Americans
with alternatives that shielded them from the daily humiliation of
24.

~·

;..

f!':

...

Canter Brown, Jr., "Dr. James Alpheus Butler: An Mrican American Pioneer
of Miami Medicine," Tequesta: The Journal of the Historical Association of Southern
Florida 66 (2006): 57. For quote see the Washington (D.C.) Colored American,
January 20, 1900. For information on schools see Crooks, "Changing Face of
Jacksonville, Florida: 1900-1910," 456-457.
25. Indianapolis Freeman, December 14, 1901. Jacksonville had an established black
middle-class by 1900 according to Crooks, jacksonville after the Fire, 13.
26. Indianapolis Freeman, December 14, 1901.
27. Ibid., December 21, 1901.
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Jim Crow. When they patronized black-owned businesses they were
treated with respect and could keep their dignity in tact.
Mter being barred from serving on boards of trade and
chambers of commerce in their cities, on May 30-31, 1906,
leading Mrican American businesspeople organized the FSNBL in
Jacksonville, the state affiliate of Booker T. Washington's NNBL.
This group operated as a black chamber of commerce. Washington
had founded the NNBL in Boston in 1900 to stimulate black
business development throughout the country. At the close of that
meeting, Washington issued a charge to those in attendance:
My friends, I must not detain you longer, but I must make
a single request, and that is that you take the spirit of this
meeting into your homes, to your immediate localities;
that you take the resolutions which you will find printed
and distributed, plenty of them here, to your homes; that
you take the spirit of this meeting, the suggestions that the
committee have put in print, and that in each community
you try to plant the spirit to form an organization that will
result in the employment of the colored people where you
live. 28
Although not the wealthiest Mrican American, Washington
became the most influential black leader in the nation. His control
over the black press; his support of and influence with the Talented
Tenth and white philanthropists; his role as advisor to presidents
Theodore Roosevelt and William H. Taft; his creation of Tuskegee
Institute, the Tuskegee Farmer's Conference, and the NNBL; as well
as his close connections with black bishops, ministers, educators,
and Masonic leaders all gave Washington an inordinate amount of
power. 29
Washington gained a number of critics, then and now, because
of his ideas on racial uplift. Some criticized him for his philosophy
of education while others criticized his emphasis on economic

28.

29.

Proceedings of the First Annual Convention of the ational Negro Business
League, August 23-24, 1900, 213-214, National Negro Business League Papers,
Microfilm Collection, ed R. McWherter Library, University of Memphis
(hereafter cited as NNBL Papers); Boston, Business Strategy of Booker T
Washington, 96.
David H. Jackson, Jr. , Booker T Washington and the Struggle Against White
Supremacy: The Southern Educational Tours, 1908-1912 (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008), 8-9.
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improvement. As recently as 2010, historian Michael West asserted
that "there is a long tradition of giving Washington more credit than
is his due regarding economics; after all, he neither invented black
entrepreneurialism nor effected any significant transfer of capital into
black hands, except for what went into the coffers of his patronage and
propaganda enterprise, the Tuskegee machine." However, Michael
Boston's brilliant work, The Business Strategy of Booker T Washington: Its
Development and Implementation (2010) contradicts that argument and
demonstrates that Washington had a great influence on stimulating
the growth of black businesses throughout the United States and
ensuring that capital flowed to some. 30
The general aims of the NNBL included economic development
and independence, racial pride, and self-help. 31 The program from
the third annual meeting, held in Richmond, Virginia, cogently
provided the organization's purpose:
The object is to inform, as best we may, the world of the
progress the Negro is making in every part of the country,
and to stimulate local business enterprises through its
annual meetings and in any other manner deemed wise;
to encourage the organization of local business for the
purpose of furthering commercial growth in all places
where such organizations are deemed needful and wise. 32
Significantly, the NNBL not only served as a stimulus for business
in the Mrican American community, but also as an incubator
for other black organizations like the National Negro Bankers'
Association, the National Negro Funeral Directors' Association,
the National Negro Bar Association, the National Association of
Negro Insurance Men, and the National Negro Press Association.
Professionals ranging from doctors and lawyers, to bankers,
barbers, and farmers all participated in the league. 33

~;..

•.";'

.,

30. Michael R. West, review of David H. Jackson, Jr. , Booker T Washington and the
Struggle Against White Supremacy in the Journal of American History 97, no. 1
Qune 2010): 201; Boston, The Business Strategy of Booker T Washington. See also
Jackson, A Chief Lieutenant of the Tuskegee Machine, 175-182.
31. Jackson, A Chief Lieutenant of the Tuskegee Machine, 91; David H. Jackson, Jr. ,
"Booker T. Washington's Tour of the Sunshine State, March 1912," Florida
Historical Quarterly 81, no. 3 (Winter 2003): 260-263.
32. Report of the Third Annual Convention of the National Negro Business
League, August 25-27, 1902, NNBL Papers.
33 . Emmett]. Scott and Lyman Beecher Stowe, Booker T Washington: Builder of a
Civilization (New York: Doubleday, Page & Company, 1918) , 221.
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Inspired by Washington's leadership, and in response to Jim
Crow segregation on May 30-31, one hundred and forty-three
delegates from across the state attended the inaugural meeting
of the Florida league. During the two-day event, various business
people discussed issues and presented papers on the livery business,
dentistry, journalism, general merchandising, banking, the drug
business, the realty business, women in business, the shoe business,
and many other topics. The Florida league represents one of the
earliest efforts to organize a state league as part of the NNBL. 34
At the meeting, the Florida delegates elected twelve officers
and nine executive committee members of which one-third
of the former and four of the latter were from Jacksonville. Of
the Jacksonville contingent, John H. Dickerson became first
vice president; Charles C. Manigault, corresponding secretary;
Reverend R. B. Brooks, treasurer; and Reverend F. W. Lancaster,
organizer.
The Jacksonville party serving on the executive
committee consisted ofR. R. Robinson,Joseph H. Blodgett,James
Seth Hills, and Reverend C. N. Lee. 35
Matthew M. Lewey of Pensacola became president of
the state league. Lewey had worked as a teacher, postmaster,
Mayor of Newnansville, Florida, served in the Florida House of
Representatives, and became one of the first licensed Mrican
American lawyers in the state. He also published The Florida
Sentinel, one of the state's earliest black newspapers. Mter living
in Pensacola for several years, Lewey moved to Jacksonville in 1914
where he continued to publish his popular paper. 36
The Jacksonville Business League was invited to exhibit
photographs of black businesspeople and their companies, all
labeled accordingly, at the second annual meeting of the NNBL
held at Chicago in August of 1901. This provided the city's

34.

Report of the Seventh Annual Convention of the National egro Business
League, August 29-31, 1906, NNBL Papers, 133; Report of the Twelfth Annual
Convention of the ational Negro Business League, August 16-18, 1911 , Little
Rock, Arkansas, NBL Papers, 126; Tuskegee Student, January 18, 1908; Crooks,
Jacksonville after the Fire, 89.
35. Report of the Seventh Annual Convention of the National Negro Business
League, 134. For more information on Manigault, see Edward N. Akin, "When
a Minority Becomes the Majority: Blacks in Jacksonville Politics, 1887-1907,"
Florida Historical Quarterly 53, no. 2 (October 1974): 140-142.
36. Third Annual Session of the ational Negro Business League, August 25-27,
1902; Darius J. Young, "Florida's Pioneer African American Attorneys during
the Post-Civil War Era," (Master's Thesis, Florida A&M University, 2005) , 60-82.
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black businesspeople with an opportunity to show members of
the league from across the country the progress of the race in
. Jacksonville. Consequently, a number of delegates from the city
attended this meeting. In a story published several days after the
meeting, the Jacksonville Evening Metropolis noted that the display
put forth by the Jacksonville league "took well, and made a big hit
for Jacksonville." Another observer opined: "There never was a
time when the young men of Jacksonville were more on the alert
for a wise utilization of business opportunities than at present, and
the older heads are fully awake, with both eyes wide open." 37 More
important, the event gave African American businesspeople from
Jacksonville an opportunity to place black prosperity on display,
which helped to counter prevailing white propaganda that blacks
were uncivilized, degenerating since the end of slavery, and not
making any progress. 38
In 1911 at the FSNBL meeting in Live Oak, the group invited
Booker T. Washington to tour the state so he could see the progress
that Florida's blacks were making. During March of 1912 the
Tuskegee leader visited Pensacola, Tallahassee, Lake City, Ocala,
Tampa, Lakeland, Eatonville, Daytona, and Jacksonville, and made
a number of whistle stops along the way. Washington spoke to
tens of thousands of black and white people on his visit and was
impressed by the advancements being made by Florida blacks,
especially in business development, in places like Jacksonville. 39
Jacksonville became the last and most colorful stop on
Washington's tour. Some people considered it "the biggest event
of the kind that has been witnessed in the city for many years." He
spoke to some 2,500 black and white people at the Duval Theater.
In comparing the black business community in Jacksonville to
another Florida city with a very prominent black business class, one
writer opined that 'Jacksonville not only surpasses Ocala in business,
thrift, and general progress among the colored people but equals
any other city of its size in these respects and indeed outstrips most
cities." The writer went further to state that Jacksonville provided

37. Jacksonville Evening Metropolis, August 15 and 28, 1901, September 26 and 30,
1901.
38. Boston, Business Strategy of Booker T Washington, 109.
39. Tuskegee Student, February 17, March 2 and 16, 1912; Report of the Third
Annual Convention of the National Negro Business League, August 25-27,
1902.
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an example of what Mrican Americans could accomplish "under
good conditions and with fair educational facilities." 40
Only four months after Washington's visit, leading black
businessmen in Jacksonville organized the Colored Board of Trade
in a further effort to better address the commercial needs of the
Mrican American community. Doubtless, these men and women
embraced the business ideas and philosophy of Washington and
the NNBL and were inspired by his visitY The Jacksonville Negro
Business League, perhaps the strongest local league in the state,
had expended a considerable amount of time preparing for that
visit, and a number of Jacksonville's leading black citizens were
members. 42
The following year at the 1913 NNBL meeting in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, Jacksonville businessman Joseph Blodgett presented
remarks during one of the plenary sessions. The master of
ceremonies introduced Blodgett as a Floridian who "is a large
property owner and one of the most wealthy and successful
business men of our race." 43 In his comments, Blodgett attempted
to cajole young men into moving to the South so they could make
lots of money. Then he asserted: "Mter you have built a home
for yourself, established yourself in business, put a little money in
the bank, and invest a few thousand in real estate and government
bonds, then, like your humble servant, you can afford to buy your
little wife a $5500 Packard automobile for her social enjoyment.
You can take her to Saratoga and stay a few months . . . . " His
remarks were followed by laughter and applause. In a more serious
tone, Blodgett encouraged each person to open a bank account,
purchase land, become his own landlord, operate an honorable
business, and live in fear of God. 44
According to United States Census Bureau figures, blacks in
Jacksonville continued to comprise the majority of the population

40. Jacksonville Evening Metropolis, March 4, 5, and 6, 1912; Chicago Defender, March
16, 1912; "The Washington Tour in Florida," Southern Workman 41 (April
1912): 200.
41. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, July 11 , 1912; Crooks, Jacksonville after the Fire,
16, 85.
42 . Jacksonville Evening Metropolis, March 4, 5, and 6, 1912, August 1, 1901.
43. Report of the Fourteenth Annual Convention of the NNBL, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, August 20-22, 1913, 257, NNBL Papers.
44. Report of the Fourteenth Annual Convention of the NNBL, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, 1913, 258-259.
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from 1870 to 1910. This fact putJacksonville blacks in position
to take the lead among Mrican Americans in the state in many
. ways. The city soon was dubbed the "Gateway to Florida" because
many Mrican Americans considered it "the gateway to business
and commerce for Florida Negroes." George A. Powell, a writer
for the widely-circulated Crisis magazine, the organ of the NAACP,
reiterated this point after he visited Jacksonville and commented
that "ever since emancipation, Negroes in Jacksonville have set the
pace for other parts of the state in their courageous venturing into
various types of business." By 1910 the City Directory listed 342
small businesses owned by Mrican Americans, nearly twice as many
as identified nine years prior. Significantly, this growth parallels
the expansion of the NNBL which began in 1900. One might infer
from this growth an embrace ofWashington's business philosophy
as espoused through the Jacksonville Business League. 45
Mrican American businesspeople and professionals felt
compelled to use some of their knowledge and wealth to help
advance the community. In his book The Negro Professional Man and
the Community ( 1934), which focuses mainly on Mrican American
doctors and lawyers throughout the country, Carter G. Woodson,
the Father of Black History, asserted he was "not particularly
concerned with how much medicine or law one knows, but with
what he does with what he has acquired; not so much with the
question as to how great a physician or lawyer he may be as with
how useful a man he is in the community. "46

45.

46.

By 1942, there were sixteen barber shops, twenty-seven beauty parlors, two
bakeries, eight barbecue stands, nine smoke shops, twenty-four confectioneries
and sundries, one upholstery, four department stores, one employment
agency, three drug stores, eight hotels, one book store, sixteen shoe-repair
and shoe-shine parlors, four sewing shops, seven real estate brokers, two
newspapers, thirty-five grocery stores, one jewelry store, one music store,
twenty-seven wood-ice-and-coal dealers, and eight funeral homes, among other
black enterprises. Together, these firms employed well over 2,000 people. See
George W. Powell, "Business in Jacksonville," Crisis (january 1942), 9-10; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census of the United States, 1870, U. S. Bureau of
the Census, Tenth Census of the United States, 1880, U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Eleventh Census of the United States, 1890, U. S. Bureau of Census, Twelfth Census
of the United States, 1900; U. S. Bureau of Census, Thirteenth Census of the United
States, 1910; Crooks, "Changing Face ofJacksonville," 439, 462; Akin, "When a
Minority Becomes the Majority," 123-145.
Carter G. Woodson, The Negro Professional Man and His Community: With Special
Emphasis on the Physician and the Lawyer (Washington, D.C.: Association for the
Study of egro Life and History, Inc., 1934) , xi.
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A growing black professional class served the needs of the
African American community in JacksonvilleY Historian Canter
_ Brown, Jr., has identified Dr. Alexander H. Darnes "as Florida's first
black medical doctor." Darnes, a native of St. Augustine, attended
the Howard University School of Medicine and graduated in 1880
with his medical degree. That same year he opened his medical
practice in Jacksonville. Dr. Darnes is worth noting here not only
because he became the first black medical doctor in Florida, but
also because he chose Jacksonville as the ideal place to start his
professional career. By 1926, the number of black physicians in the
city had grown to nineteen. 48
African Americans appreciated having black doctors who could
attend to their medical concerns. Many blacks did not trust white
medical professionals and were horrified by news of other blacks
who died at the hands of white doctors in white hospitals or died
after being refused service like the father of NAACP leader Walter
White, and Juliette Derricotte, Dean of Women at Fisk University. 49
Moreover, proper racial etiquette forbade black doctors from
treating white patients, so black physicians almost exclusively worked
on patients of their own race. Highly publicized incidences like
these reminded black people that race remained a major obstacle
before them and reinforced the fact that African Americans had to
unite and provide quality services for themselves. 5°
Alexander Darnes surely paved the way for other black
physicians in Jacksonville like James Seth Hills, among othersY
47. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, December 14, 1901; Brown, "Dr.JamesAlpheus
Butler," 56, 58. Dr. James Alpheus Butler graduated from Howard University
Medical School and Dr. Andrew L. Pierce finished Meharry Medical College
before establishing their practices in the city. Other black physicians like
William Commodore Smalls, Arthur Walls Smith, and James Seth Hills also
had successful practices and were highly respected professionals. Doctor
Henry A. Anderson became a popular dentist in the city.
48. Dr. Darnes is discussed in Canter Brown 's article, "Dr. James Alpheus Butler,"
55; Thomas, "Present Day Story of the Negro in Jacksonville."
49. KennethJanken , White: A Biography ofWalter White, Mr. NAACP (New York: New
Press, 2003), 69, 168. Spencie Love, One Blood: The Death and Resurrection of
Charles R. Drew (Chapel Hill: University of orth Carolina Press, 1996), 49;
Vanessa N. Gamble, Making a Place for Ourselves: The Black Hospital Movement,
1920-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 46-47.
50. For an authoritative study on southern black physicians, see Thomas J. Ward,
Jr., Black Physicians in the jim Crow South (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas
Press, 2003).
51. Other Jacksonville physicians include Arthur Walls Smith, John Darius Crum,
Jr. , and William Commodore Smalls. See Proceedings of the National Negro
Business League, Boston, Massachusetts, August 23-24, 1900, NBL Papers, 62.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol90/iss4/5

16

Jackson, Jr.: Industrious, Thrifty and Ambitious: Jacksonville's African Americ

INDUSTRIOUS, THRIFTY AND AMBITIOUS

469

Contrary to myths and stereotypes about black incompetence
and ill-training, a more in depth examination of a few of
Jacksonville's medical professionals illuminates their backgrounds
and preparation. Hills came into this world on May 19, 1872 in
Gainesville. At age eleven he began working in a cigar factory
and did so for seven years, earning money to go to college. Mter
finishing public school, he graduated from Cookman Institute
and then entered Walden College in Nashville. From there, he
entered and graduated from Long Island College Hospital in New
York. Hills interned at Freedmen's Hospital in Washington, D.C.,
in 1894 and 1895, and then took a post-graduate course in Europe
for one year, studying in England, Ireland, France, and Germany.
In 1896 he moved to Jacksonville, Florida, and began his surgical
practice. He also served as the surgeon for the Clyde Steamship
Line for thirteen years and for the Jacksonville Traction Company
for eleven years, which provided him with steady clientele. 52
Dr. James Alpheus Butler experienced similar success in
Jacksonville. Born in Key West on August 4, 1878, Butler finished
the Douglass School in Key West and then attended Central
Tennessee College (later Walden College) in Nashville. He
entered Meharry Medical College in 1896 but transferred to
Howard University Medical College two years later to complete
his studies. Butler moved to Jacksonville in 1900 and immediately
established his practice there. When Mrican American physicians
met in April 1902 to re-establish a state medical association, Butler
and Hills were so well respected by their peers across the state that
they were chosen to serve on the executive committee. Due to
the great fire atJacksonville in 1901, mounting competition from
other black physicians, and personal family matters in Key West,
Butler relocated to Miami. 53
Blacks in Jacksonville very much respected their physicians'
medical knowledge and skill. A Jacksonville newspaper shared the
following perspective on the matter:
The remarkable success with which Jacksonville's colored
physicians meet in handling the numerous cases of
malignant malarial fevers ... fully proves to the public that
~-~

':··
~

52.

53.

See Brown, "Dr. James Alpheus Butler," 55; John A. Kenney, The Negro in
M edicine (Tuskegee, AL: Tuskegee Institute, 1912), 28; Richardson , National
Cyclopedia, 380.
Brown, "Dr. James Alpheus Butler," 56-59.
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they are men whose ability in the science and practice of
medicine is not dependent alone upon the fact that they
are regularly authorized practitioners, under certificates
of the State Board of Medical Examiners, that has given
each of them the legal tests. Many of the cures effected by
these physicians required nothing but thorough skill and
knowledge, which, be it said to their credit, have not been
lacking in any instance. They are regular graduates from
reputable medical colleges, and this public can cheerfully
attest to their ability and good judgment as physicians. 54
Another physician, Minor Francis McCleary, born January
22, 1876 in Fernandina, Florida, attended the public schools in
Fernandina and then enrolled in Central Tennessee College.
Mter graduation, he enrolled at Meharry Medical College to fulfill
his boyhood dream of becoming a physician. With his Meharry
diploma in hand, he completed a post-graduate course at the
Rush Medical College in Chicago. Next, he moved to Kansas City,
Missouri, where he worked for one year in the medical college
before moving to Key West, Florida, where he served as assistant
to the Marine Physician at Key West for five years. In 1907, he
moved to Jacksonville and began work as a surgeon, though he
also engaged in general practice. His success in medicine allowed
him to accumulate real estate holdings totaling $30,000, a very
substantial sum for the time. 55
Similarly, black attorneys found themselves working for their
community, while simultaneously trying to eke out a comfortable
living. The small number of Mrican American lawyers faced
formidable obstacles. According to a 1937 study by the National
Bar Association, there were approximately 1,250 Mrican American
lawyers to serve almost 12,000,000 blacks. Even in Washington,
D.C., where the largest concentration of black attorneys existed,
there were only around 225. In New York City there were only 112
(mostly in Harlem) and shockingly, throughout the entire South,
there were only about 200 Mrican American lawyers. To make
matters worse, because of economic limitations inherent within
the Jim Crow legal system, more than half of all black lawyers were

54. Jacksonville Evening Metropolis, October 17, 1901.
55. Richardson, National Cyclopedia, 376.
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"sundowners," meaning they had "day" jobs and worked as lawyers
by night. 56
Nonetheless, Jacksonville became home to several black
attorneys, including Judson Douglas Wetmore, Joseph E. Lee,
John Wallace, F. Cornelius Thomas, John Mitchell, James Weldon
Johnson, George E. Ross, and T. G. Ewing. These men, and others,
successfully defended the race and provided legal representation
for the community. A number of these black attorneys worked
for black businesses and organizations such as banks, insurance
companies, churches, fraternal orders and benevolent associations.
Some, like Simuel Decatur McGill, even gained national reputations
as excellent criminal defense lawyers. Nevertheless, as historian
Leon Litwack noted, Mrican Americans realized that "even as
whites scorned black incompetence, they feared evidence of black
competence, assertion, independence, and ambition." 57
Simuel McGill was born in Quincy, Florida, on April 23, 1878.
He graduated from Edward Waters College, an Mrican Methodist
Episcopal (A.M. E.) Church school, and attended Dummer
Academy in South Byfield, Massachusetts. He continued his studies
at Harvard University and Boston University, earning a law degree
at the latter in 1907. He began practicing law in Jacksonville one
year later. McGill worked as an attorney for a number of black
organizations including the Citizens Industrial Insurance Company,
the Eleventh Episcopal District of the A.M.E. Church (comprising
the entire state of Florida), the Grand Lodge Knights of Pythias of
Florida, and the Grand Court Order of Calanthe of Florida, which
provided him with "a substantial corporate retainer," according
to historian John Clay Smith, Jr. He also served as the recording
secretary for the National Negro Bar Association which gave him
national exposure among Mrican American lawyers throughout
the country. 58
In addition to providing legal support for black businesses
and organizations, McGill took on a number of cases representing
56. John Clay Smith, Jr. , Emancipation: the Making of the Black Lawyer, 1844-1944
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 565.
57. Proceedings of the First Annual Convention of the National Negro Business
League, 62; Akin, "When a Minority Becomes the Majority," 140; Litwack, How
Free is Free, 24.
58. Thomas Yenser, ed., Whos Who in Colored America: A Biographical Dictionary of
Notable Living Persons of African Descent in America (Brooklyn: Who 's Who in
Colored America, 1938), 350; ChicagoDefender,July 20, 1918 and May 1, 1920;
Smith, Emancipation, 280.
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black defendants and won many, some of which he argued before
the Florida Supreme Court. One such case involved a ten-year-old
black child named Alfonso Urolia who on August 3, 1925 went with
a crowd of picnic goers to Manhattan Beach, a black resort twenty
miles from Jacksonville. He had a round trip ticket for the Florida
East Coast Railroad, so at the end of the outing he attempted to
board the train again. However, since so many people were waiting,
the locomotive stopped for only a few minutes. Before Urolia
successfully climbed the steps of the coach, the train, without
warning or signal, made a sudden jerk and he was thrown beneath
the railcar. As the locomotive left the station, the train crushed one
of his legs. The train never stopped. 59
In keeping with the racial attitudes of the time, the railroad
company denied any liability, claiming the injury was due to Urolia's
negligence. Just under a year later on April 5, 1926, after being
retained by Urolia's family, McGill filed suit against the company.
Mter three days of trial, the lawyer argued his case so convincingly
that, on January 10, 1928, an all-white male jury returned a verdict
against the railroad company in favor of Urolia and awarded him
$15,000 in damages, reportedly the largest amount ever given to
an Mrican American by a Florida court. The railroad company
appealed the case to the Florida Supreme Court on the premise
that the award was excessive and the result of prejudice of the
jury toward the company, but the Court affirmed the lower court's
decision and they had to pay. McGill's achievement in some
respects typifies the work, successes, and challenges faced by black
lawyers. 60 Even with the assistance of black attorneys on the legal
front, however, Mrican Americans had other needs.
Throughout the South, black insurance companies provided a
critical service to their communities. During this period, published
studies presented Mrican Americans as poor insurance risks.
Frederick L. Hoffman's Race Traits and Tendencies of the American
Negro (1896), is a significant example. He argued that due to living
conditions, social diseases, and other undesirable circumstances, it
would be unwise for companies to insure blacks. While a few white
insurance companies still wrote policies for Mrican Americans,
59.
:..,•

;- . . ,
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60.

Fitzhugh Lee Styles, Negroes and the Law in the Race's Battle for Liberty, Equality
and Justice Under the Constitution of the United States (Boston: The Christopher
Publishing House, 1937), 164. See also Chicago Defender, July 3, 1926, and
October 16 and 23, 1926.
Styles, Negroes and the Law, 164-165.
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most did not. Denied the protection these companies offered,
black businessmen started their own companies to fill this need. 61
_Ultimately, having insurance coverage helped to mitigate the
burdensome expenses black families faced as they tried to provide
their loved ones with respectable burials.
William Sumter founded the Union Mutual Insurance Company
in 1904. This company grew from ten employees in 1900 to about
125 with forty agencies throughout the state by 1919. Likewise,
Jacksonville's Abraham Lincoln Lewis, real estate mogul and a
founder of the Mro-American Life Insurance Company, accumulated
considerable wealth through various business ventures. Lewis was
born in Madison County, Florida, in 1865 and moved to Jacksonville
in 1876, receiving his formal schooling in the Duval County public
schools. Lewis, along with Reverend Elias]. Gregg, Reverend].
Milton Walden, Dr. Arthur W. Smith, Edward W. Watson, Alfred
W. Price, and James F. Valentine, organized the Afro-American
Industrial Benefit Association in March, 1901. This association later
became the Mro-American Life Insurance Company with its first
office opening at 14 Ocean Street. In two years time the company
had outgrown the Ocean Street location and moved to a larger
building at 600 Main Street. With even more growth, the company
eventually settled at 105 East Union Street in 1908. 62
Jacksonville blacks especially benefited from the Union
Mutual Insurance Company and the Mro-American Life Insurance
Company because, as indicated above, whites generally would
not write policies for blacks in the city. In the absence of Mrican
American insurance companies, Jacksonville's black citizens surely
would have been more limited in terms of their options. Mary
McLeod Bethune realized the significance of black insurance and
became a stockholder and a director of Lewis's company, which
lent more credibility to the endeavor. The company soon grew
to 81 branch offices throughout the state and had buildings not
only in Jacksonville but also in Tampa and Miami. It remained a
very profitable endeavor and its president reaped huge financial
61.
62.

Hoffman's book is cited in Carter G. Woodson, "Insurance Business among
Negroes," journal of Negro H istory 14, no. 2 (April1929): 211-212.
Woodson also identified the Peoples Industrial Life Insurance Company
as a black-owned and functioning insurance provider in Jacksonville. See
Woodson , "Insurance Business among egroes," 217; Richardson, National
Cyclopedia, 470; Bartley, Keeping the Faith, 10; 'Jacksonville 's First Citizen,"
Crisis Uanuary 1942): 24.
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rewards. For example, by the mid 1920s when black brick masons
were earning about $1.25 an hour and auto mechanics made about
$48 per month, Lewis earned $1,000 per month. In fact, by 1947 A.
L. Lewis reportedly owned more property and paid more property
taxes than any other Mrican American in Florida. 63
Other Jacksonville entrepreneurs achieved similar success.
Joseph H. Blodgett, born in Augusta, Georgia, on February 8, 1858,
did not receive any formal education because he had to work on
a farm as a child. Early in his life he worked as a railroad window
washer for $1.05 per day. When he moved to Jacksonville, he only
had $1.10 to his name and an extra pair of underclothes in a paper
bag. He soon became a bricklayer. One day white policemen in the
city arrested him for being a "tramp" because he had on a straw hat
in the winter. Mter he got out of jail, he decided that "if having a
dollar was so vitally essential to keeping my liberty, and 'remaining
at large;' if having something in the world was so necessary in
getting the respect of one's fellows, I made up my mind that if
it was the dollar that makes Americans recognize your manhood,
shake your hand, and call you 'Brother,' then said I to myself, 'I will
get some dollars!'" Blodgett kept that straw hat so he would never
forget his humiliating experience. 64
Indeed, he overcame tremendous odds and became a successful
businessman. According to one source, "Blodgett and Lewis were
acknowledged as the first black millionaires in Florida." Blodgett
went into the drayage business, had a wood yard, operated a farm
and a restaurant, and became a real estate developer and builder by
1898. Observers called Blodgett Villa, his two-story home, "one of the
finest owned by colored people anywhere." He entertained Booker
T. Washington as well as many other prominent blacks in his home. 65
Having nice homes was important to the social life of the black
middle-class, and they often appeared to spend a disproportionate

63. Jackson , "Booker T. Washington's Tour of the Sunshine State," 273-274;
Juliet E. K Walker, The History of Black Business in America: Capitalism, Race,
Entrepreneurship (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1998), 188; Bartley, Keeping the
Faith, 10.
64. Report of the Fourteenth Annual Convention of the NNBL, 260; Savannah
Tribune, September 20, 1913; Marsha D. Phelts, An American Beach for African
Americans (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1997), 28; Richardson,
National Cyclopedia, 435; Walker, History of Black Business in America, 197.
65. Phelts, An American Beach for African Americans, 28; Richardson, National
Cyclopedia, 435; Walker, History of Black Business in America, 197.
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amount of their resources on their residences. These homes were
important to members of the black elite, like Blodgett, because
_many African Americans could not secure hotel accommodations
in the South, and commonly stayed with friends and family when
traveling. Thus, if a prominent person like Washington came to visit,
a leading family in the town would invite him to stay at their home.
Second, considerable status came along with owning a nice home.
One could look at a person's home and draw certain conclusions
about him. Other than church-related events, many of the social
and fraternal activities of the black middle-class took place inside
their homes. They hosted weddings, receptions, and small dinners
at these residences. These homes were also tangible examples of
black progress for all to see. 66 Booker T. Washington articulated this
point in his magnum opus Up from Slavery when he wrote:
I have found, too, that it is the visible, the tangible, that
goes a long ways in softening prejudices. The actual sight
of a first-class house that a Negro has built is ten times
more potent than pages of discussion about a house that
he ought to build, or perhaps could build. 67
However, in many cities across the South, white resentment of
black progress often led whites to destroy black homes and businesses.
Sometimes blacks were not allowed to paint or otherwise beautify
their homes because whites viewed these activities as evidence
that they were getting out of "place" or acting "white." However,
this writer found no evidence of whites destroying black homes in
Jacksonville, although racial resentment surely existed there. 68
In addition to his own home, Joseph Blodgett also owned over
100 rental properties in Duval County and built over 300 homes in
Jacksonville after the Great Fire of1901. He even built A. L. Lewis 's
"grand home." Blodgett collected over $2,500 a month in rental
income. One of Blodgett's contemporaries credited him "for the
66.

67.
~~

68.
~~·

See Booker T. Washington," egro Homes," Century Magazine (May 1908): 7179; Carla Willard, "Timing Impossible Subjects: The Marketing Style of Booker
T. Washington," American Quarterly 53, no. 4 (December 2001): 651-655; Michael
Bieze, Booker T Washington and the Art of Self-Representation (New York: Peter Lang
Publishing, Inc., 2008), 31, 46-49;Jackson, A Chief Lieutenant, 19.
Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery ( ew York: Doubleday, 1901 ; Reprint,
NewYork: Penguin Books, 1986) , 154.
Leon F. Litwack, Trouble in Mind: Black Southerners in the Age ofjim Crow (New York:
Vintage Books, 1999), 335; Neil R. McMillen, Darkjourney: Black Mississippians in
the Age ofjim Crow (Urbana: University of illinois Press, 1990), 25.
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beautiful residence section of elegant homes for Jacksonville's
colored population-a section that is unsurpassed for beauty."
_Ultimately, in his line of work, Blodgett provided housing for a
number of Mrican American families who might otherwise have
found themselves victims of exploitation from white landlords. 59
The Anderson family became another very prominent
entrepreneurial group in Jacksonville. Several individuals in the
Anderson family succeeded in business, starting with the matriarch
of the group, Charlotte Scott Anderson. Born on the Sessions
Plantation near Savannah, Georgia, in 1844, Anderson moved
to Jacksonville at the end of the Civil War. In 1870, she married
John Anderson, another former slave from the Sessions Plantation.
The couple had a large family consisting of six boys and one girl.
Widowed at a young age, Charlotte began a home-based laundry
business which allowed her to save enough money to invest in local
real estate. At one point, Charlotte owned and managed more than
forty properties in Jacksonville. She later opened a general store, a
warehouse and a truck farm. In her later years, Charlotte married
A. L. Lewis's father, Robert Lewis. Well-respected throughout
Jacksonville, Charlotte Anderson Lewis hobnobbed with the city's
elite including, Eartha M. M. White, A. Philip Randolph, and James
Weldon Johnson. 70
In Jacksonville, one of Charlotte's sons, Richard D. Anderson,
owned and operated a department store located on the corner
of Hickory Street (later Phelps Street) and Florida Avenue (later
A. Philip Randolph Boulevard). One of the most humiliating
features of the Jim Crow system for Mrican Americans revolved
around the purchase of goods and services. For instance, in whiteowned department stores black women were not allowed to try on
hats without purchasing them. If they wanted to see how the hats
looked, they had to be satisfied with viewing it on the head of a
white clerk. 71 Black-owned stores, like Anderson's two-story wood
framed business, offered blacks an alternative to such degrading
experiences. It opened in 1906 with the Anderson Department
69. Phelts, An American Beach for African Americans, 28; Richardson, National
Cyclopedia, 435; Walker, History of Black Business in America, 197; Report of
the Fourteenth Annual Convention of the NNBL, 259; Savannah Tribune,
September 20, 1913.
70. Anderson Department Store Building, Designation Application and Report of
the Planning and Development of the City of Jacksonville to the Jacksonville
Historic Preservation Commission, October 27, 2004, 3-4.
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Store on the ground floor and the family's living quarters on the
second. The store sold a number of goods ranging from fuel to
clothing, and remained in business for over sixty-five years. Richard
continued to operate this business until he died in 1960. 72
Sometimes even successful black businessmen had to walk a
tightrope in their efforts to avoid offending whites by their success.
Competing with and taking customers from white business owners
could be deadly and required effective navigation of the Jim Crow
system. 73 Nonetheless, another one of Charlotte Anderson's
sons, Charles Harry Anderson, met the challenge and succeeded
in business as well. Born in Jacksonville on July 25, 1879, Joseph
Blodgett recalled that the first time he ever saw Charles he was
standing behind a white sheet that had a round hole cut in it. For
five cents, Anderson's job was to place his face in the hole as a
target for people to take three tries to hit him with a ball. Said
Blodgett: "He was working for a man who was running one of
these games, known as: 'Every-time-you-hit-the-nigger's-head-youget-a-fine-cigar! "' 74 However, Anderson's life was destined to take a
different course. He graduated from the Florida Baptist Academy
and later studied business in Philadelphia at a business college.
By 1905 Charles Anderson had opened and successfully
operated the Anderson Fish and Oyster Company, whose motto
was to "sell goods that won't come back, to customers that will,"
in Jacksonville. A reporter for the Chicago Defender called Charles
Anderson "the largest fish dealer of the race in the country." In
1914, he founded a bank eventually called Anderson and Company,
housed on the ground floor of the Masonic Temple Building on
Jacksonville's Broad Street, and served as its cashier. Black banks
were significant because white bankers frequently exploited black
71.

72.
73.

74.

Titus Brov.rn, "The African American Middle-class in Thomasville, Georgia,
in the Age of Booker T. Washington," journal of South Georgia History 15 (Fall
2000): 66-67.
See, Anderson Department Store Building, 4. Stephen C. Hart continued to
manage the store for several years before turning it over to Charlotte A. Floyd.
See Ida B. Wells-Barnett, "Lynch Law in All Its Phases," in African Intellectual
Heritage: ABookofSources, eds., MolefiK.Asante and Abu S.Abarry (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1996) , 654; David M. Tucker, "Miss Ida B. Wells and
Memphis Lynching," Phylon 32 (Summer 1971): 113, 116; Litwack, How Free is
Free, 27-28. The success of the People's Grocery store owned by three African
Americans-Calvin McDowell, William Steward, and Thomas Moss-led to
their lynching in Memphis.
Report of the Fourteenth Annual Convention of the NNBL, 261; Richardson,
National Cyclopedia, 463.
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clients since they knew most had no alternative. Blacks often paid
usurious interest payments to white financiers and many became
ensnared in perpetual debt. The creation of black-owned banks
forced white bankers to offer more competitive interest rates and
to be mindful of their treatment of black customers. These banks
provided capital for black businesses and were patronized by both
middle-class and working-class Mrican Americans and some whites. 75
By June of 1919, Anderson and Company reported total
deposits of nearly $250,000. Because a number of the bank's
depositors worked as day laborers, Anderson and Company
maintained extended hours to accommodate their work schedules,
keeping the doors open until six o'clock daily and nine o'clock
p.m. on Saturdays. Anderson encouraged Jacksonville's blacks to
save and his bank provided financing to black businesses. Charles
Anderson's personal property holdings were estimated to be
$75,000 in 1913, a sizeable amount for the time. At the national
level, he also served as treasurer of the NNBL which brought him
into contact with other businesspeople from all over the country. 76
Like his brother, Charles realized that providing these services
served as a form of "quiet resistance" to Jim Crow.
Over a decade before Anderson started his bank, Sylvanus
H. Hart founded the Central Trust and Investment Company,
becoming 'Jacksonville's first Negro banker." He served as president
and cashier of the bank which opened for business on October 6,
1902 with $800 in securities and $406 in cash. This endeavor proved
successful and by 1904 it held $20,000 in paid-in-capital. By then
it had 500 depositors, twenty of whom were white. The American
Bankers' Association listed Central Trust as a member and according
to the Jacksonville Evening Metropolis, it became "the only institution
south of Richmond, Va., that has a membership in that association,
and they have exchange relations with several large banks in the
city of New York, and also belong to the Bankers' Money Order

75.

W. I. Lewis, "Colored Business Men of Jacksonville," Voice of the Negro 2, no. 4,
(1905): 475; New YorkAge,January 15, 1914; BaltirnoreA.fro-AmericanLedger, April
8, 1916; Richardson, National Cyclopedia, 463; Chicago Defender, August 17, 1912,
January 31, 1914, September II, 1915; Jackson, A Chief Lieutenant, 156-159;
Crooks, jacksonville after the Fire, 29.
76. New York Age, January 15, 1914; Baltimore Afro-American Ledger, April 8, 1916;
Richardson, National Cyclopedia, 463; Chicago Defender, August 17, 1912,January
31, 1914, September II, 1915; Report of the Fourteenth Annual Convention
of the NNBL, 262; Crooks, jacksonville after the Fire, 29.
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Association, issuing money orders that are payable anywhere in or
out of this country." The paper continued: "All of Florida knows
that the Central Trust and Investment Company is owned, manned
and managed wholly by colored men. From the start it has steadily
gained the business confidence of the community, and among their
long list of heavy depositors are many of the best and largest business
men of both races in Jacksonville." The bank closed in 1926, but all
of its depositors received their money in full. 77
Similar to black bankers, Mrican American funeral home owners
experienced an enduring success in Jacksonville. African American
undertakers had special sensitivity to issues of the community and
played a crucial role. Due to segregation, black bodies were to be
handled by black hands in black funeral homes and buried in black
cemeteries. Preparing respectful funerals and burials was much
appreciated by a communitywhose members could be victims of racial
violence for any breach in the code of racial etiquette. On occasion,
black morticians were called to cut down mangled and dismembered
bodies, testify before grand juries, and provide comfort to families,
but they too had to operate cautiously. In the Jim Crow South, such
matters were extremely dangerous; black funeral directors had to
know when it was safe to retrieve black bodies and how to answer
questions in court without becoming victims themselves. 78
Born in Lake City, Florida, two days before Christmas in 1885,
Lawton Pratt emerged as one of Jacksonville's prominent business
77. Jacksonville Evening Metropolis is quoted in Booker T. Washington, The Negro
in Business (reprint; Wichita, KS: DeVore and Sons, Inc. , 1992) , 94-95, 122123; Samuel Harper, "Negro Labor in Jacksonville," Crisis Uanuary 1942), 11;
Abram L. Harris, The Negro as Capitalist (reprint; Chicago: Urban Research
Press, Inc. , 1992) , 236, identifies the year 1912 as the start date for the bank.
78. Fort Lauderdale Daily News, July 20, 21, and 24, 1935; South Florida Sun Sentine4
July 17, 1988 andJuly 19, 2010; Lawrence Tookes, Jr., "The 'Sunshine State' not
so bright The 1935 Lynching of Rubin Stacey," Graduate Paper, Florida A&M
University, December 3, 2011, in possession of author. For further reading on
black undertakers see Litwack, Trouble in Mind, 381; Lynne B. Feldman, A Sense
of Place: Birmingham's Black Middle-Class Community, 1890-1930 (Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 1999) , 105-1 06; Robert E. Weems ,] r. , "Robert A. Cole
and The Metropolitan Funeral System Association: A Profile of a Civic-minded
African-American Businessman," journaloJNegroHistary78, no.1 (Winter, 1993):
1-15; Charles R. Wilson, "The Southern Funeral Director: Managing Death in the
New South," The Georgia Historical Quarterly 67, no. 1 (Spring, 1983): 49-69. Louis
Benton, a black undertaker in Fort Lauderdale, had to retrieve black bodies,
testify in court, and comfort family members. For Louis Benton's role in the Rubin
Stacey lynching in Fort Lauderdale on July 19, 1935 see the above articles. In
some instances white undertakers handled black bodies, especially when there was
financial gain involved; however, black undertakers did not handle white bodies.
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leaders. Mter graduating from Cookman Institute, he completed
a program at the Parks School of Embalming at Cincinnati, Ohio.
He returned to Jacksonville and started a successful undertaking
business with only $60. The L. L. Pratt Undertaking Company was
first located at 416 Broad Street, but later moved to a new two-story
building on West Beaver Street. By 1919, Pratt's holdings had grown
so much that he was "ranked with the foremost of Jacksonville's
business men," one source noted. 79 By 1926, there were nine other
Mrican American undertaking establishments inJacksonville. 80
As demonstrated by the case of Charlotte Anderson Lewis, black
men were not the only ones in Jacksonville who experienced success
in business. Eartha Mary Magdalene White also became a wealthy
and successful black businesswoman. Born in Jacksonville on
November 8, 1876, to two ex-slaves, White graduated from the city's
renowned historically black Stanton High School, and later attended
the Madam Hall Beauty School in New York. White also studied
at the National Conservatory of Music, Jacksonville's Cookman
Institute, and the Florida Baptist Academy. Early in her adulthood,
she developed keen business savvy and became the first female
employee to work for Abraham Lincoln Lewis's Mro-American Life
Insurance Company. An ambitious entrepreneur, White invested in
real estate in Duval County after the Jacksonville fire of 1901. She
owned several businesses including an employment agency, a taxi
company, a department store, a janitorial service, and a laundry.
Eartha later sold these businesses and amassed a personal fortune
estimated to be around $1 million. White was a founding member
of the NNBL and later became the league's historian. Moreover, she
helped organize the Jacksonville branch of the FSNBL. 81
The Florida Home and Investment Corporation made
Jacksonville its headquarters.
The corporation owned ten
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For more on Eartha M. M. White, see E. Murell Dawson, "Faith-Filled Legacies:
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thousand acres in Bradford County (Starke), just west of Duval
County, which consisted of fertile farmland that was subdivided
-into five, ten, twenty, and forty acre farms for sale. The garden
vegetables and the orange groves were very profitable. The land
was ripe for growing fruit, for general farming, and for stock
raising and dairying. The climate for growing exceeded 300 days
per year. The corporation also owned large amounts ofland inside
the city limits of Jacksonville as part of its holdings. Businessmen
from throughout the country were stockholders in this enterprise,
but most of them lived in Jacksonville. Dr. Minor Francis McCleary,
mentioned above, served as president of the corporation. Other
Jacksonville officers included: Reverend John Elijah Ford, vicepresident; Journalist and Reverend A. C. Porter, vice-president;
Realtor William Seymour Sumter, secretary; and, Attorney Isaac
Lawrence Purcell, general counsel. Charles Anderson was one of
the largest stockholders of the corporation. 82
Building on a host of successful black business pioneers, James
Craddock, aff~ctionately called "Charlie Edd," continued to carry
the torch. Born twelve miles from Eufaula, Alabama, Craddock
eventually moved to Jacksonville and in 1921 he opened a club
called the Little Blue Chip at 426 Broad Street. He later moved the
club to 518 Broad Street and renamed it the New Blue Chip. Many
Blacks knew Edd as the "numbers man" in Jacksonville and he
successfully ran this endeavor for a number of years. Craddock also
reportedly provided residents with some of the best entertainment
the city had to offer and operated a billiard parlor and cabaret
at 520 Broad Street. Craddock owned other enterprises like the
Charlie Edd Hotel on West Ashley Street, a Young Men's Smoke
Shop, and Uncle Charlie Edd's Barbershop. His ability to invest
in legitimate businesses led many to respect Edd regardless of
the source of his capital, because the operations provided hope
of an independent and self-sufficient economy within the Mrican
American community. On December 25, 1940 he opened the
famous Two Spot located at 45th Street and Moncrief Road, which
some considered "the finest dance palace in the country owned by
82.
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a Negro, and the mecca of all in the vicinity seeking entertainment
and relaxation. "83
Indeed, the Two Spot was a grand dance hall with hardwood
floors that could accommodate up to 2,000 dancers at a time.
Another 1,000 people could be seated on the main floor and
additional seating was provided on the mezzanine level which
ran around three sides of the vast hall. In the rear, Craddock had
several nice dining rooms that could be used for private parties,
and there were six tourist rooms "equipped with every modern
convenience." One visitor to the place appreciated that "the Two
Spot is air conditioned throughout." A consummate businessman,
Craddock later opened a loan office and general store which
sold luggage, jewelry, musical instruments, clothing and shoes,
among other things. Jacksonville 's Mrican American community
respected Craddock for his success and philanthropy. During
the Great Depression, he even used some of his wealth to open
breadlines and feed the needy until those services were provided
by the federal government. 84
Like Craddock, many successful Mrican Americans continued
to use their fortunes to benefit not only themselves, but also their
community. White used her wealth to create a number of social
service organizations to benefit Jacksonville blacks. In 1902,
with assistance from her mother, White secured funds to build a
Colored Old Folks ' Home and served as its president and principal
fundraiser. Mter her mother passed, White paid tribute to her by
purchasing the old Globe Theater and renaming it the Clara White
Mission which fed, housed, and found employment for the needy
in her community during the Great Depression. White also started
the Milnor Street Nursery, a tuberculosis rest home for blacks, and
the 122-bed Eartha M. M. White Nursing Home. In addition, she
helped organize a City Federation of Women's Clubs, an affiliate
of the National Association of Colored Women. "Her efforts,"
historian James B. Crooks concluded, "helped Jacksonville MricanAmericans to develop a richer, broader community life."85
Eartha White did not stand alone. Other black businesspeople
in Jacksonville also engaged in social work and community service to
83.
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help uplift the race. After the Great Fire of 1901, African American
businesspeople and community leaders formed the Colored Relief
Association. This group, headed byJoseph Blodgett, distributed food
and clothing, provided transportation, jobs, temporary housing,
and other things blacks impacted by the fire needed during that
time. Another local businessman, Judson Douglas Wetmore, led
the association after Blodgett. Over a decade later at Jacksonville's
Oakland Park, A. L. Lewis, Joseph E. Lee (who also served as a
municipal court judge and Collector of Internal Revenue) and
Blodgett rallied black labor, fraternal, business and religious groups,
among others, to support the war effort during World War I. They
spoke to an estimated 25,000 people at this event. 86
Successful African American professional and businesspeople
created a number of venues for black recreation during the period
of Jim Crow segregation that can be seen as a form of racial uplift.
For instance,]. M. Robinson managed Baxter's Vaudeville Theatre
and the shows there were filled to capacity on a nightly basis. 87 Since
they lived in Florida, blacks were desirous of taking advantage of the
state's beautiful shores. However, due to segregation they generally
could not visit "white" beaches or if they could, they were restricted to
"black" sections or could only visit one day a week. Black people grew
tired of seeing signs in public places that stated things like "Niggers
and Dogs Not Allowed." To avoid these restrictions and this sort
of humiliation, African American businesspeople established their
own recreational beach resorts, giving their race an alternative. In
the early 1900s, Florida blacks founded their first beach community
in the northeast portion of the state called Manhattan Beach,
near Mayport, a Jacksonville fishing community. The beach had
children's playground facilities, pavilions, a restaurant and cottages
for weekly visitors. African Americans also used Butler Beach near
St. Augustine and then American Beach, a 200-acre resort, on Amelia
Island. The most noted of these three was the latter. 88
According to historian Abel Bartley, "[Abraham Lincoln]
Lewis and his partners built huge homes on the [Amelia] island
86.
87.
88.
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that became a playground for the Mrican-American elite." By
1946, the Mro-American Life Insurance Company, led by Lewis,
_had purchased all the land that comprised American Beach and
blacks traveled there from all over the country to vacation. During
the summers, thousands of blacks visited these beaches to enjoy
parades, dances, foot races, fireworks and baseball games. Lewis
also opened the Lincoln Golf and Country Club which offered a
relaxing atmosphere for wealthy blacks to play tennis and golf.
Patrons feasted on some of the best cuisine that Jacksonville had to
offer at the resort. 89
Many elite blacks and businesspeople in Jacksonville were also
members of benevolent and fraternal societies including the St.
Joseph Aid Society, the Jacksonville Negro Welfare League, the
Odd Fellows, the Knights of Pythias, and the Masons. According to
historian Jacqueline Moore, "perhaps the most unexpected outcome
of the formation of these societies, however, was that they committed
the black elite professionals to racial solidarity and strengthened
their involvement in issues of racial uplift." Since even elite blacks
were not accepted as equals in Jim Crow America, they were forced
to reject assimilation and look for social status within their own
community. Thus, these organizations brought together both elite
and working-class blacks and provided the former with opportunities
to assist their race "by eliminating the causes of degradation that had
fostered negative stereotypes of Mrican Americans." 90
The Masons comprise the oldest such organization inJacksonville.
The group began in the city as two separate societies with Tillman
Valentine and Henry Daly as Grand Masters, but later merged under
the leadership of Valentine, a founder of the Mro-American Life
Insurance Company. In 1913, the Masons erected a massive six-story
building called the Masonic Temple in the heart of the city on the
corner of Duval and Broad Streets. ]. A. Thomas, Executive Secretary
of the Jacksonville Negro Welfare League, described the temple as
89.
90.
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"one of finest structures owned by negroes anywhere in the United
States." The National Cyclopedia of the Colored Race described the temple
as "one of the best edifices of its kind owned by colored people in this
country." Moreover, "it is the one thing in Jacksonville which stands
ahead of all others, demonstrating what our people can do when we
marshal our resources, combine our forces and work unitedly for one
end." For many years, these societies were the only institutions African
Americans could readily rely upon in terms of caring for the sick and
burying the dead. Commenting on this matter, Thomas wrote that
"the large sums of money collected annually in the form of dues have
been a constant source for capital with which to acquire properties
and promote business enterprise while the benefits paid to families of
deceased members have lightened the burden of holding family ties
together. "91
To be sure, the members did not only use the building for
Masonic business. They leased forty-six offices to various outside
businesses and rented apartment spaces to a variety of tenants.
Charles Anderson's bank operated out of the first floor and
the community used the facility for a number of social activities
including banquets, parties, and receptions. This proved to be
very significant in the lives of Jacksonville's African American
community because blacks were generally limited in terms of where
they could go to host quality social functions. 92
The Masonic Temple not only served as a place of business,
but also as a symbol of black success, manhood, and achievement.
According to historian Martin Summers, "Masons continued to
view entrepreneurship, and the ability to support entrepreneurial
efforts, as one of the integral factors in the achievement of
individual and collective male identity." Moreover, "this equation
of manhood and entrepreneurship was particularly prevalent in the
Masonic efforts to build temples [because they] embodied notions
of commerce, property ownership, race progress and manhood." 93
The Masons were not alone 1n prominence within
Jacksonville's black community. The Knights of Pythias, headed
91.

92.
93.

Walker, "Story of the egro in Jacksonville;" Richardson, National Cyclopedia,
465; Thomas, "Present Day Story of the Negro in Jacksonville;" "Free and
Accepted Masons of Florida," Crisis (January 1924): 35.
Richardson, National Cyclopedia, 465.
Martin Summers, Manliness and its Discontents: The Black Middle-class & The
Transformation of Masculinity, 1900-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2004), 39-40; Foster, "In the Face of Jim Crow,"' 130-149.

Published by STARS, 2011

33

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 90 [2011], No. 4, Art. 5

486

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

by State Grand Chancellor W. W. Andrews, had the most members
of any black fraternal order in the city by 1926. In Jacksonville
alone, the Pythians had more than fifty lodges and around 8,000
members. ]. A. Thomas described the Pythian Temple as "one of
largest buildings owned by negroes in the country." The building
cost approximately $500,000 and represented the "outstanding
accomplishment of the keen and aggressive leadership of the
fraternity." In addition to the aforementioned groups, there were
many other black fraternal orders inJacksonville. 94
All of these contributions by black entrepreneurs worked to
provide a better quality of life for Mrican Americans in Duval and
surrounding counties. The accomplishments of the aforementioned
people did not just represent personal achievements on their
behalf, but signified something much greater. At a time when
black manhood and womanhood, as well as the basic humanity of
Mrican Americans, was being called into question, these amazing
successes implicitly contradicted the racial demagoguery of that day.
Every time Mrican Americans in Jacksonville and throughout the
nation scored a success in business or in the courtroom, it created
cognitive dissonance for many whites because it contradicted
prevailing notions about black inferiority and shiftlessness. By
being successful in so many business endeavors, blacks were
demonstrating they were "civilized" and that they were "men" and
"women" in the Victorian sense of the terms. 95
While Mrican Americans in Florida lived through horrendous
times for a hundred years after slavery, they still found ways to
carve out a niche for themselves. They created institutions and
networks like black businesses, schools, and churches to sustain
them. They created and produced art, music, literature, and dance
to inspire them. Moreover, all of these things laid the foundation
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for blacks to further advance the race. In 1926,]. A. Thomas, who
worked and lived in the city during this era, concluded that "the
negro in Jacksonville has made wonderful progress in his efforts
to adjust himself to the many demands of present day civilization.
He is industrious, thrifty, and ambitious and striving in every
way to reach the highest degree of development, commercially,
religiously, socially, and educationally." In addition, "he has made
a wonderful beginning and no doubt the future will bring much
greater accomplishments." 96
Life for Mrican Americans was still no utopia and the black
elite and business class did not solve all the problems facing
Mrican Americans in Jacksonville. Poverty, high unemployment,
discrimination, slums, disfranchisement, and racial violence existed
there just as it did in other cities throughout the South. Nonetheless,
the question is how would Mrican Americans have fared in the South
with no businesses or professional class? Would life have been better
for them if they were totally dependent on the white community
for their goods and services during this overtly racist period in
American history? The answers to these questions are clear. In the
end, Mrican American merchants and professionals largely engaged
in "quiet resistance" (and some in more open protests) on a daily
basis and thereby gave their race some reprieve from the onslaught
of white supremacy, discrimination, humiliation, and exploitation
throughout the United States.
Ultimately, all of these successes placed Mrican Americans
in a better position to embark upon a struggle for both their
political and civil rights. Granted, many of these middle-class
black businesspeople were motivated by self-interest, but as
historian Darlene Clark Hine articulated, "at critical junctures
their individual self-interest and that of their class merged with
the interests, desires, and aspirations of their oppressed race." 97
While their response can be termed "forced agency," it remained
agency nonetheless. Hence, the institutions and cultural outlets
they created helped to sustain the Mrican American community
and make life for blacks in Jacksonville all the more worth living.
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